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Abstract
Ely and Meyerson’s gendered organizations framework reconceptualizes traditional gender differences deﬁned by biology and
lack of structural opportunities, to a complex set of social relations in the workplace. We apply this framework to secondgeneration gender bias to further understand impediments to women’s career progression in the public sector workplace. Indepth interviews of state-level administrators in U.S. public sector agencies indicate that “narratives” perpetuate second-generation gender bias that is deeply ingrained in organizational practices and policies, especially for women and women of color.
This framework can be applied to future studies examining the gendered nature of organizations in different workplace settings. Moving beyond already identiﬁed barriers, this study offers a comprehensive framework to understand how second-generation gender bias is central to long-standing workplace inequities.
Keywords
second-generation gender bias, gendered organizations, career progression, barriers to career progression, women in the
workplace

Introduction
Gender-related1 differences in public sector career progression are due to a number of organizational practices deeply
ingrained in systemic norms, policies, and structures that
are biased (Acker, 1999; O’Neil & Hopkins, 2015). These
practices support deeply entrenched divisions and inequities
between men and women often in subtle and unintended
ways that appear to be gender-neutral (Ely & Myerson,
2000). Studies document that the gendered nature of organizations negatively contributes to women’s equity in the
workplace, especially as they seek to advance to high-level
management and leadership positions (e.g., Hale, 1999;
Saidel & Loscocco, 2005; Acker, 2012; Olsson & Pringle,
2004; Agarwal, 2018). Despite this considerable literature,
one characteristic of gendered organizations that public
administration scholars have only marginally discussed
(Schacter 2015; Mastracci & Arreola, 2016) is
second-generation gender bias (SGGB). A subtle, less
visible, and oftentimes unintentional form of discrimination,
SGGB is deﬁned as invisible barriers to women’s advancement that arise from cultural beliefs about gender, workplace
structures, practices, and patterns of interaction that inadvertently favor men (Batara et al., 2018; Calás & Smircich,

2009; Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Kolb & McGinn, 2009;
Madsen & Andrade, 2018; Sturm, 2001). Indeed, public
administration research on barriers to leadership positions
is not new. From Newman (1993) and Guy (1993, 1994) to
Alkadry and Tower (2014) and Hill et al. (2016), and
others (e.g., Kerr et al., 2002; Riccucci, 2009; Schachter,
2015; D’Agostino, 2017; Sabharwal, 2015; Sabharwal
et al., 2017; Stivers, 2002) public management scholars
who study gender have identiﬁed several barriers for
women to leadership positions (e.g., Alkadry, & Tower,
2014; D’Agostino & Levine, 2010; Newman, 1993; 1994;
Guy, 1993, 1994; Sabharwal, 2015; Stivers, 2002).
However, the extent to which SGGB has been studied in
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public administration is minimal at best, with few exceptions
(D’Agostino et al., 2020; Schachter, 2015). This absence in
the literature lends itself to understanding how SGGB prohibits women’s career advancement in the public sector. Moving
beyond the already identiﬁed barriers, research on SGGB is a
critical step in addressing long-standing workplace
inequities.
Based on the themes and subthemes that emerge from
in-depth interviews of state-level administrators, this research
advances the gendered organizational literature by offering a
holistic approach to understand how gender bias is central to
long-standing workplace inequities. First, we consider gendered organizations as a theoretical basis for women’s
career progression in the public sector. Next, we deﬁne
SGGB as a systemic and unintentional barrier to developing
equitable workplaces. We build on Ely and Myerson’s (2000)
framework on gendered workplace practices to describe
SGGB as an iterative process that inﬂuences (1) formal procedures and practices, (2) informal practices—including
norms and patterns of work, and (3) narratives that perpetuate
gender inequities in organizations. Methods and analysis
follow, concluding with areas for future study.

Literature Review
Gendered Organizations
In 1990, Joan Acker recognized that it was not individuals in
an organization that was gendered, but the organizations
themselves. In contrast to the long-standing way of thinking
about gendered organizations, where women themselves
were considered the problem (Britton & Logan, 2008),
Acker offered a new way of thinking about how gender is
built into the structure of work organizations (Williams
et al., 2012). Acker’s Theory of Gendered Organizations
Acker’s (1992) describes gender as a central component in
organizations that “presents in the processes, practices,
images and ideologies, and distributions of power”
(p. 567). Several studies since have relied on Acker (1990;
1992) to understand gender inequities in the public sector
workplace including representative bureaucracy (Saidel &
Loscocco, 2005; Martin, 1992), higher education, police
departments (Davies & Thomas, 2002; McTavish and
Thomson, 2007), and as a result of exogenous forces, such
as the sociopolitical environment (Ward, 2004). Most
recently, Springer’s (2020) work on gendered theory
focuses on how performance metrics are inherently designed
to favor masculinity leading to gender inequity in performance evaluations.
Also building on Acker’s theory, Britton’s (2000) gendered organization typology classiﬁes workplace gender
inequities as (1) being inherently gendered, (2) distributed
disproportionately by gender, and (3) embedded in social
practices. The ﬁrst perspective maintains that hierarchies
will sustain and reproduce gender inequities. Public
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administration research (e.g., DeHart-Davis, 2009; Baron
et al., 2007; Kmec, 2005) that applies this perspective proposes that bureaucratic practices can reduce bias. The
second perspective argues that the extent to which organizations are male or female-dominated, that is, regardless of the
organizational form (i.e., bureaucratic), an organization’s
inequities will persist unless men and women are distributed
throughout the organization (Rubin, 2000; Alkadry &
Towers, 2011; Choi, 2018). The third perspective, which
identiﬁes gender in social practices, acknowledges that organizations are gendered in the behaviors and practices that
they value (Britton 2000; Ely & Meyerson, 2000). Ely and
Meyerson (2000) argue that the unbalanced inﬂuence of
gender within an organization is not due to sex differences,
but rather the result of “a complex social process enacted
across a range of organizational phenomena, from formal
policies and practices to informal patterns of everyday interaction, which appear to be gender-neutral on their face, yet
reﬂect and maintain a gendered order in which men and
various forms of masculinity remain” (p. 590). However,
most public administration research on the topic of bias has
been both descriptive and limited. Mastracci and Bowman
(2015) call for more empirical studies to fully explore how
gendered organizations contribute to inequity, obstructing
women’s career progression in the public sector.
Also inherent in gendered organizations, intersectionality
considers the various ways in which multiple social categories intersect to shape outcomes for women in the workplace
(Shelby Rosette et al., 2018). According to Acker (2012)
“gendered processes do not stand alone, but intersect with
and are shaped by race and class processes, as well as other
forms of inequality and exclusion” (p. 214).
Intersectionality, coined by Crenshaw in 1989, explains
how race and gender intersect to reproduce racism and
sexism against women of color (Stainback et al., 2016;
Heckler, 2019). According to Bishu et al. (2020) intersectionality also describes how gender and race inﬂuence and
contour work-related outcomes in varying ways. Therefore,
it is important to consider and acknowledge that those who
fall within the intersection of race and gender identity ﬁnd
themselves in a “double bind” of more pronounced, or compounding, barriers to success (Martinez, 2021).

Second-Generation Gender Bias
Having replaced overt discrimination (e.g., ﬁrst-generation
gender bias), SGBB pertains to a stealthy form of discrimination against women in society and the workplace which lacks
the intent to exclude or to produce direct harm to women in
society (Ibarra et al., 2013a). Unlike implicit bias, which
refers to an individual’s general attitudes or stereotypes
(Greenwald & Krieger, 2006), SGGB is embedded in a “set
of social relations enacted across social practices” (Ely &
Meyerson, 2000, p. 113). SGGB embodies organizational
practices that may appear neutral on the surface, yet reﬂect

D’Agostino et al.
masculine values and life situations of men who have been
dominant in traditional work settings (Trefalt et al., 2011;
Crosby, 1984), and where women are treated unfairly compared to men in ways that are subtle and hard to detect
(Batara et al., 2018).
The concept of SGGB ﬁrst appeared in the social science
literature on discrimination around 2001 (Sturm, 2001) as
well as literature on the impact of civil rights legislation
in inhibiting discrimination (Swartz & Amatucci, 2018).
Subsequently, SGGB theory began to inﬁltrate gender and
organizational development literature (Ibarra et al., 2013b)
and later, writings on women and entrepreneurship
(Swartz et al., 2016). The majority of scholarly research
on gender bias and SGGB in the workplace has been prominent in many ﬁelds, including psychology (Eagly &
Steffen, 1984; 1986), business management (Ely et al.,
2011), and economics (Lowes et al., 2015). These ﬁelds
have established the role SGGB has on the negative
impact of career progression in the workplace (O’Neil and
Hopkins, 2015; Heilman, 2012; Heilman et al., 2015;
Carli and Eagly, 2016; Ely et al., 2011; Ibarra et al.,
2013a). In public administration, several studies have also
examined implicit workplace bias. For example,
Williamson and Foley (2018) show how implicit bias training has unintended negative consequences for gender equity
in the Australian public sector workforce as well as the
effect of implicit biases on merit-based employment practices on gender equity (Williamson & Foley, 2018).
Although it is well established in public management that
organizations are not gender-neutral (Stivers 2002; Guy &
Meier, 2016; Burnier, 2005) limited research empirically
considers SGGB to inform how organizations are gendered
(Schachter, 2015; D’Agostino et al., 2020).

Conceptual Framework
Ely and Meyerson’s (2000) gendered organizations framework redeﬁnes the concept of gender from traditional
gender differences deﬁned by biological categories, and
lack of structural opportunities and power, to social relations
embedded in organizational workplace culture. This
approach is unique to gendered organizations by reframing
gender as a set of social relations embedded in organizational
practices, which aligns with the concept of SGGB. We apply
this framework to SGGB to further understand impediments
to women’s career progression in the public sector
workplace.
Ely and Neyerson (2000) provide four approaches illustrating how the conception of gender frames the problem of
gender equity. The ﬁrst approach “ﬁx the woman” (Ely &
Meyerson, 2000) or “equip the women’’ (Meyerson &
Kolb, 2000) argues that women themselves are the cause of
inequity problems and can be “ﬁxed” through learning
skills and traits. Second is the case for “valuing the feminine”
(Ely & Meyerson, 2000). Although recognizing traditional
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female activities and contributions, this perspective ultimately reinforces typical feminine behaviors and existing stereotypes. This approach “fails to recognize oppression and
diversity within the group of women and does not challenge
the organizational processes that produce differences’’
(Peterson, 2019, p. 3). Third, is the “create equal opportunity” approach, which acknowledges that men’s professional
networks provide them with advantages while women higher
up in the organizational hierarchy become isolated tokens.
The problem of this perspective, Ely and Meyerson (2000)
emphasize, is that interventions (e.g., work–life balance
policy) may be understood as a “women’s problem”
without challenging organizational cultures and therefore
do not disrupt “the pervasive and deeply entrenched imbalance of power in the social relations between men and
women” (Ely & Meyerson 2000, p. 113).
In the fourth approach, developed from prior gendered
organization research (e.g., Ely et al., 1999; Kolb &
Merrill-Sands, 1999; Merrill-Sands et al., 1999), Ely and
Meyerson (2000) propose an alternative “radical reframing
of gender and the role organizations play in shaping it”
(p. 114). Unlike the ﬁrst three approaches, according to this
perspective, gender is regarded as a “set of social relations
enacted across social practices” (Ely & Meyerson, 2000,
p. 113) that are embedded in organizational culture. In
other words, “it is not sex difference per se that is focal,
but rather, the often subtle, seemingly neutral organizational
processes that lead to differentiation” (Ely & Meyerson,
2000, p. 115). These social relations are categorized as (1)
formal policies and procedures, (2) informal practices,
norms, and patterns of work, and (3) narratives that uphold
an implicit gender bias that reﬂect and maintain women’s relative disadvantage. By deﬁning gender as a set of social relations, Ely and Meyerson’s (2000) fourth approach provides a
useful basis to examining SGGB in organizations.
The ﬁrst category refocuses formal policies and procedures from the realm of the individual to deeply rooted organizational stereotypes and norms (Ely & Meyerson, 2000).
These include rules, regulations, contracts, job descriptions,
pay disparities, appraisal systems, and family-friendly policies and directives that impact hiring, performance, career
progression, and retention in an organization. (Meier et al.,
2006; Mastracci & Arreola, 2016; Feeney & Stritch, 2019;
Kerr et al., 2002; Alkadry & Tower, 2006). Although on
the surface these policies and procedures claim to be genderneutral, they were created to suit a masculine lifestyle (Kolb
et al., 2010) making it difﬁcult for women to get on, and stay
the course to leadership (Acker, 1990; Bailyn, 2006; Hewlett,
2007). Many of these policies are based on narrow or outdated assumptions about the kinds of experiences that best
prepare a person for leadership (Kolb et al., 2010). One
example is the expatriation arrangement for career-enhancing
global assignments that often assumes a “trailing spouse”
who has no career and can easily move—an arrangement
far fewer women than men are likely to have (Kolb &
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Williams, 2000). Overall, these policies and procedures echo
Acker’s (1990) hypothesis that gender becomes embedded in
social structures and institutions, which leads to gender inequity. In this study, formal policies and procedures reﬂect performance evaluation and work–life balance policies that
contribute to barriers for women’s career progression.
The next category reﬂects informal practices, norms, and
patterns of work that include well-entrenched workplace relationships and networks, workplace culture, and informal (not
in job descriptions) roles that favor males, (Ely & Meyerson,
2000). These practices place a higher premium on male experiences and identities, reinforcing how SGGB is covertly
entrenched in the gendered nature of organizations. Now
taken as the “sine qua non” of organizational life, these practices appear to be gender-neutral, but cumulatively place
women at a disadvantage, disproportionately awarding
“visible” work, while disregarding “behind-scenes” functions
such as team building (Ely et al., 2011) and caregiving
(Mastracci & Arreola, 2016). Several studies report the challenges women face in gaining access to powerful networks
since they are male-dominated (Bushell et al., 2020; Forret
& Dougherty, 2004; Greguletz et al., 2019; Ibarra, 1992,
1993; Kanter, 1977; Mastracci & Arreola, 2016). Others
(e.g., D’Agostino et al., 2020) have discussed the implications
of workplace culture and practices on career progression. In
this study, informal practices, norms, and patterns of work
are deﬁned as differential work expectations by gender, utilization of work–life balance policies and informal networking
opportunities inﬂuencing career advancement in the
workplace.
Lastly, SGGB is also manifested in the narratives that
maintain pervasive and stereotypical stories that prevail
despite countervailing evidence (Padavic et al., 2020) and
turn stories into “truths” (Barry, 1997). Narratives can be
thought of as unique experiences that allow us to understand
and interpret human behavior by providing a nuanced way
of understanding the world (Ely & Myerson, 2000;
Johnson & Godsil, 2017). Applied to the workplace one
example is the “work-life narrative” that results in
women’s lack of progression to leadership positions
because “the job requires extremely long hours, and
women’s family commitments (but not men’s) conﬂict
with these time demands; hence, women quit or fail to
make partner” (Padavic et al., 2020, p. 62). Other scholars
point out that gender stereotypes perpetuate the dominant
narrative about women in public administration
(D’Agostino 2017; Burnier, 2003; Guy & McCandless,
2012). For instance, women may be perceived more negatively and less effective than men in a leadership position
simply because women’s roles (e.g., caregiver) are incongruent with leadership (Alkadry & Tower, 2014;
Sabharwal, 2015; Eagly & Karau, 2002). For this study,
we deﬁne narratives as gendered, societal, and cultural stereotypes and the hidden stories that shape the images of
organizational life (Ely & Meyerson, 2000).

Methods
Data for this study were based on 18 in-depth qualitative
interviews with nonelected, state-level public administrators
who held a mid-manager or supervisory position in U.S.
public sector agencies. We used a purposive, multiphase,
snowball sampling technique to select participants and
invite them via email to voluntarily take part in the study.
Snowball sampling is often used when samples with the
target characteristics are neither easily accessible nor publicly
available (Kirchherr & Charles, 2018; Naderifar et al., 2017;
Morgan 2008). To achieve sample diversity and access a
range of viewpoints, we sought to include interviewees
across geographic location, age, gender, and race/ethnicity
(Barnes & Henley, 2018; Maxwell, 1996; Creswell, 2005).
Although the authors recognize gender as a nonbinary
social construct, participants in our study self-identiﬁed as
either male or female. No predeﬁned categories of gender
were used (Lindqvist, Sendén & Renström, 2020).

Sample Selection and Coding Process
The sample selection took place in three phases. Phase I
began with emails sent to key public administration informants based on researchers’ contacts from their institutional
states—New York and Texas. The ﬁrst phase resulted in
seven interviews, four in New York, and three in Texas.
These participants were then asked to contact other state-level
mid-managers who might be interested in participating in the
study. Phase II resulted in two interviewees from
Massachusetts and three from Maryland. These interviewees
referred six additional participants in Phase III, one from
Illinois, one from California, and four from Indiana.
The initial sample consisted of 20 semistructured in-depth
phone interviews. Two interviews were eliminated given they
did not satisfy selection criteria which were limited to midmanager, state-level employees. The research team conducted
in-depth interviews along with questions regarding respondents’ demographics over the three months May to July
2019 (see Appendix for interview questions). Interviews
lasted at least 60 min to 90 min. At the start of each interview,
we reviewed the purpose of the study and conﬁdentiality procedures; consent to record was obtained. In an effort to minimize social desirability interviewees were provided only a
brief overview of the study to ‘avoid priming respondents
to answer in particularly socially acceptable ways…”
(Ananthram, 2016, pp. 1–2). We also recognized the potential
of conﬁrmation bias and intentionally used open ended questions to avoid leading prompts (Powell et al., 2012). Moving
forward, studies should also consider mitigating possible
researcher bias associated with qualitative interviews by conducting independent checks with external scholars to provide
objective feedback (Nassir Ghaemi et al., 2008).
Only one participant did not consent to record in which
case the researcher took handwritten notes. Given
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informational redundancy (Saunders et al., 2018), data saturation was reached after 18 interviews (Birks & Mills,
2015). Also, since the goal of qualitative research is to
study a phenomenon in-depth rather than make generalizations to a larger population (Dworkin, 2012), a sample of
18 participants was considered sufﬁcient for the qualitative
analysis (Creswell, 2013).
A negotiated agreement approach was adopted wherein
“two or more researchers code a transcript, compare
coding, and then discuss their disagreements in an effort to
reconcile them and arrive at a ﬁnal version in which as
many discrepancies as possible have been resolved”
(Campbell et al., 2013, p. 305). Two coders, who were
trained in coding methods at their respective academic
research institutions analyzed verbatim transcripts (with the
exception of responses from the single interviewee who
declined audio recording, in which case response summaries
were coded). Participants were ﬁrst assigned random numerical identiﬁers for unbiased interpretation. Then, based on a
consensus reached by the researchers regarding key themes,
a coding matrix was developed. The matrix provided space
for coders to note whether the interviewee’s response indicated afﬁrmation, negation, or neither afﬁrmation nor negation, of the key assumption in question. Since establishing
intercoder reliability was critical, coders met weekly to calculate percentage agreements before and after reconciliation to
reach an intercoder reliability of 88% or higher. These percentages were established by calculating the rate of agreement between the two coder’s interpretation of afﬁrmation,
negation or nonrelevance per interviewee response.

Analysis
A phenomenological research design was used to study
SGGB among state government employees. This method
was best suited given the individuals in our study describe
the “meaning of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 57). This approach is
employed when participants share common lived experiences; our interviewees were all mid-managers in state governments across the U.S. potentially facing barriers to career
progression based on their gender and race/ethnicity. A textural description of the phenomenon under study (what individuals experience) was developed followed by structural
descriptions, which are in-depth accounts of individual experiences. The combination of these descriptions was coded
and organized into themes and subthemes, further informing
the subtle forms of gender bias that are embedded in organizational practices that unintentionally favor men (Creswell,
2013).
Given Ely and Meyerson’s (2000) conceptual framework,
our questions focus on: (1) performance evaluations, (2) the
implementation of work–life policies, (3) networks, and (4)
gendered career paths. Following the phenomenological
approach, we asked our respondents questions about their
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experiences, and how these experiences contributed to
SGGB. The themes and subthemes that emerged are discussed below.

Findings
Demographics
Of the 18 participants interviewed, 50% are aged 40 and
below while 22.2% are above age 40. The age of the participants ranged between 28 and 60 years. The sample consists
of 77.8% of women, while 55.5% of participants selfidentiﬁed as nonwhite. The geographic distribution of the
sample indicates that 50% of participants reside in the
Northeast region of the United States, 27.8% reside in the
Midwest region, and 22.2% reside in the West and
Southern region. The majority of the participants had a graduate degree (72.2%), and had 10 years or less of experience
working in the government (72.2%). The number of years
of professional experience ranged from a minimum of 3.5
years and a maximum of 33 years in the government.
However, 77.8% of participants have been in their current
government position for 10 years or less. Since the participants are mid-level managers, the number of employees
reporting directly to individuals in our sample ranged from
0 to 14. Close to 44.5% of our sample were employed in
agencies dominated by female employees. Table 1 presents
a summary of the participants’ demographics.

Formal Policies and Procedures
Formal policies and procedures reﬂect performance evaluation and work–life balance policies that contribute to barriers
for women’s career progression. When asked about experiences regarding formal policy and procedures related to performance evaluations, 80% of women in our sample believed
that evaluations are biased and result in unequal career
advancement. These ﬁndings align with Bauer and Baltes
(2002) and Thomas (1996) who suggest performance evaluations are not perceived by men and women equally; differences exist by gender, with women receiving lower
evaluations as compared to male employees. Women with
childcare responsibilities are often perceived as less committed to work, reinforcing the “mommy track” stereotype
wherein the family–work conﬂict impacts women’s career
progression more than men (Gornick & Myers, 2003). The
literature also suggests that women are rated higher on
formal evaluations by female supervisors than male supervisors who rate them more critically on the same tasks
(Mackenzie et al., 2019). As one of the women participants
noted,
I do believe that differences in performance evaluation by gender
exist …especially if the supervisor is a male and the woman
[employee] is married or has children.
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Table 1. Descriptive Information of Study Participants.

Age
Below 40
40–50
51–60
61 and Above
Did not provide
Race/Ethnicity
White
Nonwhite
Decline to disclose
Gender
Women
Men
US Region
Mid-West
South
North East
West
Highest Level of Education
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate degree
Did not provide
Experience—Time in government
0–10 years
10–20 years
More than 20 years
Did not provide
Work experience in current position
0–10 years
Did not provide
Direct Reports
0–5
6–10
10–15
Did not provide
Agency Type
Female dominated agencies
Male dominated agencies
Not Provided

(n = 18)

Percent (%)

9
1
2
1
5

50%
5.6%
11%
5.6%
27.8%

7
10
1

38.9%
55.5%
5.6%

14
4

77.8%
22.2%

5
3
9
1

27.8%
16.6%
50%
5.6%

1
13
4

5.6%
72.2%
22.2%

13
2
1
2

72.2%
11.1%
5.6%
11.1%

14
4

77.8%
22.2%

7
3
1
7

38.9%
16.6%
5.6%
38.9%

8
7
3

44.5%
38.9%
16.6%

However, a few of the employees in our study did not
experience any discrimination in performance evaluation.
This could be due partly to the unique role they performed
for the agency or the belief that the public sector has strict
rules and guidelines preventing bias from creeping into the
evaluation system. For example, one interviewee noted, “I
think we have a lot of regulatory guidelines that keep us in
line, so to speak.” Two other respondents also did not
report discrimination; likely because they were employed in
agencies dominated by women, including in senior management. We also found that the women in our study were disproportionately burdened with higher amounts of
“administrative and supportive tasks” thus, “distracting
from (their) ofﬁcial duties” resulting in lower performance

evaluation. Women of color reported even lower evaluations
based on their minority status. For example, one of the state
employees indicated, “Yes. I experience prejudice because
of my color.” Women of color are held to higher standards
and passed on for leadership roles; they are subject to
double role in-congruity where being a woman and a
person of color works against their career advancement.
One of the participants indicated “I do believe so I feel like
a black woman there is that if you allow yourself to present
yourself, your hair, your color, leads to you to not be a
leader in a speciﬁc division.” Another respondent indicated
that there is almost a disbelief when women of color are successful. She said “… I have heard (they are) “impressed” that
I have been able to rise to the occasion. I had eight years of
executive experience where I essentially ran a nonproﬁt and
implemented and created programs and a comment like
that to me is highly discriminatory and racist.” Given performance evaluations play an important role in the growth and
advancement of employees in an organization (Mastracci &
Arreola, 2016), our ﬁndings indicate that standardization of
evaluations is insufﬁcient in overcoming gender bias.
Despite the increased formalization of performance evaluations, the process remains gendered and subjective in nature.
Respondents were also asked about work–life policies and
their experiences with availing themselves of these policies.
Although several organizations have implemented work–life
policies many women still do not utilize them for the fear
of being denied promotions and receiving unfair evaluations
(Drew & Murtagh, 2005). Close to three-fourth of the respondents (72.2%) agreed that nonutilization of work–life policies
contributes to the paucity of women in leadership positions. A
large majority (71.4%) of women reported personal lived
experiences or observed challenges when utilizing work–
life policies.
As one participant noted of the challenges surrounding
work–life balance and ﬂex policies:
When performance evaluation comes around, the male took 3 h
and the women 6 h (to do the same task) because I went to
check on the kids (in adherence with the ﬂex policy), so the evaluation will work against you….and if you do not utilize policy
the man can stay longer and you have to leave to pick up your
child so it would work against you anyway. She furthers, …
would I say it contributes to them not advancing? Perhaps not
directly, but how does it impact them indirectly? They create
another problem, and are still distracted. I am at work and I
have to ﬁgure out how to take care of my child, it is not good
for performance.

Additionally, a woman respondent who is currently satisﬁed with her ability to achieve work–life balance in her
current role expressed hesitance at the idea of considering
professional advancement. She explains: “I can choose
when I go in and when I need to leave. I prefer to do a 7–3
and get out early and be with my family. I think that as you
advance to additional leadership roles you are expected to
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stay later and take conference calls. That can cause issues
with the work life balance.”
Speaking further on her hesitance to advance in her career
she states,
I think it would be a lot more difﬁcult. In my position, I already
have to stay an hour over my set schedule and it’s not something
I particularly enjoy…It’s a matter of what you are willing to sacriﬁce. While some woman respondents have seen women in their
ﬁeld successfully model advancement, socioeconomic status
reinforces concerns, our Medicare director is a woman so we
do have women in leadership positions within our state government agency …I’m pretty sure the Medicare director has a nanny
and for myself, I can’t afford a nanny.

Although none of the male participants in our sample
reported concerns with personally utilizing work–life policies, 75% of these men observed the disproportionate
impact of utilization of work–life policies by women, contributing to their absence in leadership positions. We also
noted a stark difference in responses from men and women
when addressing the perception of taking advantage of
offered ﬂex-policies. For example, one man responded
simply “I do make use of it. I’m actually working from
home today.” Another stated, “There are policies in place.
I have taken advantage of them and I don’t see any resistance
to it.”
In contrast, women of similar rank (all participants hold
mid-level management roles) mentioned: I am entitled to
the time, we have a governor who is for family leave and
for us not having to choose from taking care of our family
and earning a living but I am still apprehensive.
Another woman further states:
I really need to take some time off to handle a (family) situation
but that is a situation I don’t think I can ask for because we have a
new commissioner… Our commissioner has inherited a staff;
I’m not sure if she might have someone else who she may
think will be more well suited to do my job and so for me one
of the reasons I am nervous to take the time off is the way that
will look… I don’t think we ask for things because we don’t
want to be held as not being a team player or being held as
someone who is being needy. Majority of the time we don’t
ask for what we want, we like to play like everyone else plays.

This aligns with the most current work (Barroso, 2021;
Elias & D’Agostino, 2021) that although men may oftentimes have care responsibilities outside the workplace, it is
more acceptable for them to not fully participate equally in
the household and care work, making this a nonissue for
most men. The results also show interesting parallels to a
recent study conducted by DeHart-Davis et al. (2020) in
which the authors interviewed and conducted resume analysis of county managers in North Carolina.
Overall, our ﬁndings indicate that work–life policies are
not sufﬁciently structured to meet the needs of women in
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the workplace or are structured inequitably. Although
work–life policies are offered in state government agencies,
we found there was a general expectation among employees
to work past their regular ofﬁce hours, and the ﬂex policies
offered did not beneﬁt women with children.
Despite the organizational policies that enable people to
integrate their work and personal lives, women continue to
fear job loss and denial of promotion opportunities if they
utilize work–life policies. Employees indicated they are
expected to put work before family and life responsibilities.
Furthermore, due to conﬂicts that arise from personal responsibilities and work demands, women are unable to utilize
formal networking opportunities that might aid in their
career progression. Although there were similarities in participant experiences in the formal networking opportunities provided by their agency, there were also important differences.
For example, a few participants expressed the concern of
limited formal networking opportunities available to public
sector employees. One-third of respondents (including
males) conﬁrm that women are systematically disadvantaged
by unequal networking opportunities available to them,
which is especially the case for women who want to
advance up the management ladder. Although some women
were not explicitly excluded from networking opportunities,
they still encounter more difﬁculty than men to successfully
utilize networking opportunities. Additionally, even when
formal networking opportunities are available, they are
scheduled after work hours, which makes it difﬁcult for
women to participate given their other obligations outside
work. As one employee pointed out:
You are given the same opportunities to network as the men.
Maybe the responsibility a woman may have can narrow their
possibilities. For example, after work hours and picking up children they may not have the opportunity to attend those events.

Overall, the results suggest that while formal networking
opportunities on the surface are available to everyone, they
are inherently gendered in nature. Women are excluded
from networking events that are often organized after work
hours, which interferes with their home responsibilities,
i.e., picking up children or other home-related obligations.

Informal Practices, Norms, and Patterns of Work
One of the themes that emerged is the differential work
expectations by gender. Workplace expectations and standards are enforced unfairly based on gender (favoring
men). This was evident in the way policies were implemented
in relation to timeliness, dress standards, and rule enforcement. Interviews also revealed different dressing standards
by gender. For example, while men could get away with tardiness, women experienced being under the microscope for
what they wear. A male employee noted that he could be
tardy and yet get away without being penalized on his
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evaluation, “…whereas, for my female counterparts when we
get together and talk about our evaluations they seem to get
more scrutinized to a certain degree for [things such as] dress
code.” We also found that rules were not enforced uniformly
by supervisors and were gendered in nature. An example provided by one of the respondents pointed out this discrepancy:
[Y]ou could not go home for lunch in the state vehicle. I did this
one time and he (supervisor) brought it to my attention. I was reprimanded and I have been there a year already. That same week a
male counterpart went home with the state vehicle and took a
two-hour nap and our lunches were only an hour and when he
came back they just laughed about it. He was not reprimanded
like I was and I was threatened to get (sic) written up.

Women respondents also expressed frustrations with
higher levels of scrutiny placed on them from their supervisors. Women have to constantly prove themselves “and go
above and beyond” despite being perfectly capable of doing
their job. Women are also criticized if they “want to take a
breather” and are questioned when they take any time off.
Women working in male-dominant roles experience greater
resistance from their male colleagues who “feel threatened”
by their “willingness to see the larger picture.” As one
employee said,
[A]lthough I sit on the executive team I did not truly gain the
respect of the executive team until year ﬁve … I know they
reach out to me because they want a solution, but not because
they respect me.

Women in our study were also approached by supervisors
regarding issues that may arise at work more so than their
male counterparts. This is evident in a response by a female
manager,
I’ve had a director that if he was not happy about clients waiting
for an extensive amount of time he would skip male supervisors
and come to me or another female supervisor to question about
what is going on.

Overall, women in our study expressed disappointment
with constantly having to prove their competence at work.
Furthermore, women subject matter experts are asked to
brief the directors on their knowledge before meetings, and
the directors then present to upper management (not the
women experts).
These informal norms and practices not only inﬂuence the
way women are evaluated, but women also experienced
greater backlash when utilizing work–life policies formally
instituted by their organizations. Women reported fear of retribution if utilizing work–life balance policies, they might not
be seen as “team players” impacting “their consideration for
leadership.” Women taking advantage of maternity leave policies or reduced work hours are not viewed as “leadership
material.” Thus, while formal policies for family leave exist

in state agencies, women who use these policies are disadvantaged and are faced with consequences that impede their
career progression. Several women relayed their concern
that they have to choose between family or career progression. On the contrary, none of the male participants experienced retribution or fear of penalty for utilizing work–life
policies. Despite the availability of ﬂex policies, males in
our sample did not have a personal need or express desire
to utilize these policies. However, 75% of male participants
recognized that women show reluctance to utilize formal
work–life policies.
Another subtheme that emerged from the data are the
demanding nature of leadership roles, which is incompatible
with the unequal responsibilities shouldered by women in
their personal lives. Being aware of these realities prevents
women from even considering moving into leadership roles.
As one participant indicated:
It’s different for us because we are not at the top, but I feel like the
people at the top have it really bad…I am not in that position and
I wouldn’t want to be in that ofﬁce for that reason. I like work life
balance. I like going home at a certain time and I wouldn’t want
to take on that position in this ofﬁce.

Leadership positions require a person to be available “all
the time” (irrespective of gender), however, this informal
practice hurts women more than men given that most
women have caretaking responsibilities outside of work.
The struggle women face with family and care responsibilities and the expectation of long hours in leadership roles was
verbalized by one of the participants—“If you are a person
that work life balance is really important to you and you
are not obsessed with your job I think that it would scare
off a lot of people especially women.” We note that across
the experiences of the participants, ﬂex policies are unfairly
regulated based on gender—favoring male employees.
Women employees who are willing to sacriﬁce their work
and life balance and spend extra hours after work are more
likely to rise to leadership roles than women who choose
family over work. Additionally, women who choose to
take advantage of ﬂex policies, for example, work 7 am to
3 pm are disadvantaged since they shoulder additional
home-related responsibilities, e.g., picking up children
from school/day care, and are unavailable to stay and
work long hours.
Several other subthemes surfaced when asked about networking opportunities and its inﬂuence on success. First,
was the importance of access to informal networks.
Although the majority (78 percent) of the women did not
think women are excluded from engaging in networking
opportunities, they indicated that men have greater access to
informal networks leading to their career advancement. One
of the women employed in a conservative state noted that:
[T]here were groups I was not invited to because of a good old’
boys (network) and there were places my boss wasn’t invited to
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because she is a woman. I think it affects your career because you
are less effective and you are not invited to certain things.

Men use their personal bonds to build informal networks
with other male members; their networks are usually high
powered and gendered. On the contrary, women participants
reported that they do not have exclusive networks at work,
women often don’t “understand the need or the value of networking, and if they do, where do they ﬁnd those quality
opportunities.” Additionally, women who attend networking
opportunities often feel uncomfortable and are unable to fully
utilize the opportunities due to male dominance within networking spaces. As suggested by one participant,
Ok my experience—I do not believe that women are excluded
from network events I do believe we are a bit awkward in networking because often we are in a room with old men that
could be your father.

Another subtheme that emerged, though not surprising,
was the importance of women supporting women. Women
leaders serve as role models, promoting and championing
the advancement of women employees or inspiring them to
attain further education. Women managers in positions of
authority to hire support other women trying to break into
certain positions. Overall, several women employees report
that women “look out” for each other, while men are more
transactional in nature as noted by one of our participants,
“I’m not sure if it’s the estrogen bond but I do think that
the same gender tend to look out for each other versus the
opposite.” Women in our sample were also supportive of
other male employees.

Narratives and Language That Exist in a Workplace
and Beyond
For this study, we deﬁned narratives as gendered, societal,
and cultural stereotypes and the hidden stories that shape
the images of organizational life (Ely & Meyerson, 2000)
including the intersectionality of gender and race. Our
study found narratives to inﬂuence both formal and informal
practices within state agencies. Several themes emerged indicating deeply ingrained gendered stereotypes and biases that
form the basis of existing practices surrounding evaluations,
networking, and career progression of women in the
workplace.
Gendered stereotypes: Close to three-fourth of participants (72.2 percent) reported personal lived experiences
reﬂecting the inﬂuence of gender bias on career paths
within their current agency. Women are held back in
hiring, evaluation, and promotion due to gendered stereotypes that exist in organizations and societies at large, systematically disadvantaging women from moving up the
ladder. Gender-based negative stereotypes are so widespread
that women in our study internalized “what and how it is

9
acceptable to behave as a woman.” Women held themselves
back to conform to gender stereotypes, as indicated by one of
the participants “As a woman you get used to being on the
lower end in terms of male counterparts. Your mind gets
stuck on being okay with the mediocre positions.” Women
are subject to these stereotypes not just from male supervisors, but also from female supervisors, further highlighting
how individuals are socialized into behaving in ways that
match these deeply held stereotypes. As indicated by one
of the participant:
the two ladies that were in the interview panel with me when it
came to women candidates were more critical of their ability
to do the ﬁeld work, and felt they were suited more for an
ofﬁce role than a ﬁeld role, but that was coming from a
woman’s perspective.
“Think manager, think male” is a deeply held gendered stereotype that further impacts career progression of women in the
workplace (Schein & Davidson, 1993). Overall, women participants in our study echoed this sentiment—men are assumed to be
professionally strong, less emotional and natural leaders based
on gender stereotypes, while women are perceived to be sensitive, nurturing, less analytical and “leader-like.” Being a
woman “you are not only competing with men but they have a
certain idea of what a leader should be.” They must work
harder to overcome preconceived negative stereotypes. A
woman respondent of color mentioned:
Absolutely not only a difference between women and men but also
how women are evaluated between one another: based not only on
the most obvious, which is race, but also on colorism within races,
based on what you are wearing, if you are wearing your natural,
and also, women are judged on socioeconomic status.

Although male employees working in agencies dominated
by women leaders did not experience any bias in a performance evaluation or utilization of work–life balance policies,
and or signiﬁcant challenges in career progression and networking. On the other hand, women that do not ﬁt the
image of an “ideal supervisor,” one who is expected to put
aside their home care responsibilities and work overtime on
the job are subject to strongly held stereotypes. These gendered beliefs not only hurt the career progression of
women but also deter them from seeking leadership roles.
Women employees who wish to advance in their careers
fear the loss of ﬂexibility leading to a conﬂict between
work responsibilities and traditionally gendered home
responsibilities. However, women who are willing to make
the sacriﬁces to move into leadership roles are unfairly
excluded based on preexisting stereotypes related to the gendered division of responsibilities at work and home. As one
of a female employees articulated:
I think it’s because women have babies. Just ﬂat out an employer
would not tell you that but I think that in the back of their minds
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Figure 1. Framework explaining second-generation bias.

that women are going to have kids and they are going to need a
little time off and they are going to not be as ﬂexible as a man.
Women are expected to be parents 100% and men kind of
aren’t. I think women are reluctant to take the full time they are
giving. You worry about your job security.

Societal and Cultural Expectations placed on women
further exacerbate the gender norms that several of the
study participants witness in their workplaces. An employee
from an African country said that, “it has been instilled in
me to be a caregiver and take on that role as a motherly
ﬁgure and look over everyone and when you grow up in
that environment you take that with you wherever you go.”
Women in female-dominant organizations questioned the
gendered norms that exist in workplaces,
[M]y agency we see more women as opposed to male, why is
that? Is it because people are saying that women are going to
be more nurturing? There is going to be more understanding as
opposed to a man who is more assertive and dominant? It
shouldn’t have to be like that.

These stereotypes play into the type of work assignments;
it is an assumption that men are better at technical skills than
women. Women have to “work harder” to break into
male-dominant occupations. A female participant expressed
frustration with her career progression and noted:
I do think that there are some stumbling blocks because of my
gender. I want to get into a technical route and I’m hitting a
few roadblocks and I can see how gender can play a role
because this role is much more data heavy IT focus position.

Gendered stereotypes are further reinforced from our childhood and impact future career paths. As one participant said:
[M]ale teachers tend to steer men toward math and related ﬁelds
unless they run into a female student who is exceptional in mathematics…, whereas if you have a female math teacher they talk
about how math is infused in running a household.

Intersectionality of Gender and Race: Women and men of
color are faced with harsher stereotypes as they navigate their
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workplaces. A female Hispanic employee working in a male
dominant role notes,
[W]omen of color tend to get very sexualized. I have had female
mentors that have told me I have to build thick skin and I guess
my constant question is “why do I have to keep building thick
skin and why can people get programmed and get with the
program?”

Being a woman of color in a predominantly white organization has a strong inﬂuence on one’s career path, as suggested by a participant,
It has made me stronger in my position. It has made me not to be
silenced when I have wanted to be. I feel a responsibility not only
to myself but the generations coming after me and I also feel like
I have to support my fellow colleagues.

Interestingly, we found that negative racial stereotypes
override male privilege. Male participants of color noted
that they are perceived as not “capable of doing certain
things” or are paid substantially lower than lesser qualiﬁed
employees. A male participant of color indicated that
“there’s still underlying racism that exists across the
board”… Race, gender, and age plays a huge factor.”

Advancing the Conceptual Framework
Ely and Meyerson’s (2000) “alternative” approach shifts the
focus of gender bias from the individual to a complex set of
social relations across organizational structures including 1)
formal policies and procedures, 2) informal practices,
norms, and patterns of everyday work, and 3) narratives.
These social relations might appear gender-neutral on the
surface but often favor white and heterosexual males.
Based on the themes and subthemes that emerged from this
research, we offer a holistic approach (see Figure 1) whereby
SGGB is seen as the central catalyst that impacts these organizational aspects. Our framework views these characteristics
not as singular and self-standing, but as an iterative process
that reproduces gender inequity (Batara et al., 2018).
Narratives inﬂuence interactions in formal and informal settings, norms, and patterns of work (Ely & Myerson, 2000;
Mastracci & Arreola, 2016; Pullen, 2006), and in turn, these
interactions reinforce the dominant narratives that tend to
favor males (Brumley, 2014). Accordingly, we recommend
that future research applies this holistic framework in addressing gender bias in organizations.

Conclusion
Borrowing from the business and psychology ﬁelds, this
study considers mainstreaming SGGB in public administration research by offering SGGB as a comprehensive framework to explain challenges to women’s career progression.
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An understanding of this approach brings into view how
SGGB contributes to gender bias in the workplace beyond
visible structural barriers to bias, that are interwoven into
the societal fabric, without men and women cognizant of
its occurrence (Kolb & McGinn, 2009). The SGGB framework provides an underutilized lens in public administration
that addresses long-standing problems; thus an opportunity to
push forward and address deeply rooted workplace inequities; without which the more things change, the more
things stay the same.
In addition, this framework can be applied to future
studies examining the gendered nature of organizations in
different workplace settings. Further work should also consider how SGGB alone cannot explain the gendered nature
of organizations. Rather, as Acker (2012) further points
out, gendered processes “do not stand alone, but intersect
with and are shaped by race and class processes, as well as
other forms of inequality and exclusion” (p. 214).
As our ﬁndings indicate, policies and practices alone are
inadequate to overcome the gender biases that are hidden
in organizations. For example, the themes and subthemes
that emerge from our interviews indicate that as a result of
SGGB, women and women of color, may remove themselves
from pursuing leadership roles. By recognizing these deeply
embedded inequities, we can begin to reexamine how existing policies, that appear neutral, inherently prefer one
gender over another. An important ﬁnding also indicates
that despite equal qualiﬁcations, gendered stereotypes and
narratives perpetuate hiring and promotion practices (e.g.,
choosing to hire a man over women).
We also found that when considering intersectionality of
gender and race, both men and women respondents of
color suggested that based on their experiences, gender was
secondary to race in networking and other opportunities
leading to their career growth. Future research should focus
on how men and women of color experience SGGB in the
workplace. We also urge scholars to apply this approach to
other methodologies including large-scale surveys and experimental research design in different settings (local, federal,
and nonproﬁt). Future research could apply this approach
to “unroot” the narrative that sustains the hidden organizational gender bias resulting in unequal career advancement.
Although differences in formal and informal experiences
did not emerge when asking about engaging in networking
opportunities, future research would beneﬁt from capturing
the nuances of these differences. Also, mitigating possible
researcher bias associated with qualitative interviews by conducting independent checks with external scholars is encouraged to help provide objective feedback (Nassir Ghaemi
et al., 2008).
The ﬁndings from this study are particularly important in
public sector organizations given such organizations are supposed to be places where diversity is important and values
like equity are cornerstones. In addition, the public sector
workplace is also characterized by formal rules and processes
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for career advancement (e.g., the general schedule, the civil
service system, etc.). By conceptualizing gendered organizations in the context of SGGB, we begin to understand gender
as a set of social relations and practices embedded in organizational culture—shedding light on why equity may not be
achieved and rules may not lead to a meritocracy when it
comes to career advancement.
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Note
1

For the purpose of this study, gender refers to an individual’s
gender identity, deﬁned by the Human Rights Campaign as,
“one’s innermost concept of self as male, female, a blend of both
or neither—how individuals perceive themselves and what they
call themselves. One’s gender identity can be the same or different
from their sex assigned at birth.” See: https://www.hrc.org/
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Appendix
Interview Questions

Despite the fact that women comprise over 50% of the total U.S. Labor force, there is still a lack of women in leadership positions. The
following set of questions relate to your experience with organizational gender dynamics
Q1

Do you think that there is a difference between how men and women are evaluated, despite an equally strong performance, leading to
unequal career advancement?
What has been your experience? Can you provide examples?

Q2

Do you think the nonutilization of work–life/ﬂexible practices contributes to the paucity of women in leadership positions? If so, how?
What has been your experience? Can you provide examples?

Q3

Do you believe career paths are inﬂuenced by gender? What has been your experience?
Can you provide example(s) of avoiding and/or being excluded from networking opportunities in your workplace and whether that
has inﬂuenced your own success?

Q4

Do you think women are excluded from engaging in networking opportunities? What has been your experience?
Can you provide example(s) of avoiding and/or being excluded from networking opportunities in your workplace and whether that
has inﬂuenced your own success?

